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I have spent years trying to forget the way the sun looked that morning in Gallup, how it rose over the red mesas like a bloodshot eye. I have tried to forget the smell of dust and whiskey drifting through the open doors of the Silver Spur Saloon, and the way Rance Rattlesnake Roberts smiled when he sensed trouble coming. But memory has a way of holding on to the things a man wishes he could bury. So, I will tell it plain, the way it happened, before time smooths the edges and turns truth into rumor.

Rance and I had been riding for three days, our horses worn thin and our tempers rubbed raw. We came into Gallup looking for rest, a drink, and maybe a warm bed if luck was kind. The town was already stirring, wagons rattling over hard earth, miners heading toward the hills, and a few soldiers from Fort Wingate passing through on patrol. Nothing unusual. Nothing that hinted how bloody the day would turn before the sun went down.

Inside the Silver Spur, the air was thick with cigar smoke and the sour breath of men who’d been drinking since dawn. Rance pushed through the crowd with that long stride of his, tall and thin as a fence post, blond hair tucked behind his ears, blue eyes sharp as broken glass. Folks moved aside for him without being asked. They always did. Rance carried a reputation the way other men carried a shadow, always close and never forgotten.

I followed close behind, keeping my hat low. I never liked attention, and I liked it even less when Rance was in the mood to stir up trouble. He ordered whiskey, tossed back the first glass, and was halfway through the second when Laly Anderson drifted over like a storm cloud.

Laly was the kind of woman men were ready to bleed over, though she never once asked them to. Blue eyes, hair the color of chestnut, and a smile that could make a man forget his own name. She leaned against the bar beside Rance, her voice soft enough to make the room feel smaller.

“You see that man in the corner,” she said. “Quick Quincy Quade. He’s got something you might want.”

Rance raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be.”

“A map,” she whispered. “Gold. Enough to make a man forget every sin he ever committed.”

A cold knot tightened in my gut, the moment I heard the word map. Rance lived for two things, money and the thrill of taking it from someone who didn’t want to give it up. I tried to catch Laly’s eye, tried to warn her she was lighting a fuse she couldn’t put out, but she only smiled and walked away.

Quincy sat alone at a corner table, a wiry man with a twitch in his left eye and a hand that never strayed far from his holster. His fingers tapped the table in a quick, uneven rhythm, the kind a man falls into when he’s been running from something too long. 

When he saw Rance coming, he swallowed hard and glanced toward the door, like he was weighing a way out he already knew he wouldn’t get. He watched Rance approach, and I saw the moment he realized he had no way out.

Rance stopped in front of him. “Heard you got something valuable.”

Quincy’s fingers tightened around the grip of his pistol. “Not for you.”

The room went quiet. Even the piano player stopped mid tune.

Rance smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

Quincy stood, fast as a rattler, but Rance was faster. His gun cleared leather in a blur, and the shot cracked through the saloon like thunder. Quincy staggered back, eyes wide, a dark bloom spreading across his shirt. He fell without a sound.

For a moment, no one breathed.

Then Rance knelt beside the body and began rummaging through the dead man’s coat. He worked with the calm of a man sorting through his own belongings. When he found the folded scrap of paper, he held it up to the light.

“There it is,” he said. “The key to our fortune.”

I felt the knot in my stomach tighten. Something about that map felt wrong in my mind, like a lie told in a low voice. The paper was old, edges burned, marked with symbols I didn’t recognize. A crude drawing of a canyon, a circle around a place deep in the Zuni Mountains, and a single word written in a shaky hand.

Dread.

Rance tucked the map into his vest and stood. “We ride at first light.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell him no gold was worth the trouble that map promised. But Rance was already walking toward the door, and the crowd parted for him like he was death itself passing through. I followed, because that’s what partners do, even when their hearts whisper warnings they can’t explain. 

Outside, the sun had climbed higher, burning the sky a harsh white. I remember thinking it looked like an omen, though I didn’t yet know what waited for us in that cursed canyon. If I’d known, I would’ve burned that map where it lay and dragged Rance out of town by force. But fate had already set its claws in us, and the road to Dread Canyon had begun.

We left Gallup before the sun had fully risen, the sky still painted with the last traces of night. Rance rode ahead, his silhouette long and sharp against the pale horizon. He carried himself like a man who believed the world owed him something, and that the map tucked inside his vest was the proof of it. I followed a few paces behind, uneasy in a way I could not explain.

The land stretched wide and empty around us, a sea of red earth and scattered sage. Far off, the Zuni Mountains rose like a jagged spine, their peaks catching the early light. I had ridden those trails before, but never with a feeling like this. The air seemed thinner, the silence sharp, as if the land listened to our every step.

Rance glanced back at me. “You look like a man headed for his own funeral.”

“Maybe I am,” I said.

He laughed and spurred his horse forward. By midday, the heat pressed down on us heavy and unmoving, like something determined to stay. The trail narrowed as we climbed into the foothills, the scent of pine mixing with dust. Birds circled overhead, silent. Even the wind seemed to skirt around that stretch of land. We passed a dry creek bed littered with bones. Some were from cattle, others from deer, but a few were harder to place. They were picked clean, bleached white, and scattered as if something had torn the animals apart.

Rance barely glanced at them. “Coyotes.”

I shook my head. “Coyotes don’t leave marks like that.”

As we rode deeper into the mountains, the trees closed in and the shadows stretched across the trail. The air cooled, but the unease in my chest only sharpened. I kept glancing over my shoulder, certain we were being watched.

Rance noticed and shook his head. “You’re jumpy today.”

“Something’s wrong here,” I said.

“Something’s always wrong somewhere,” he replied. “That’s why men like us keep moving.”

We reached a narrow pass by late afternoon. The rocks rose high on either side, streaked with iron and old scars from long forgotten storms. As we entered the pass, a figure stepped out from behind a cluster of pines. I pulled my horse to a stop so quickly it reared. Rance cursed and reached for his gun, but the woman raised a hand, calm and steady.

“Do not draw,” she said.

Her voice was soft, but it carried through the still air like a warning bell. She stepped forward, and the world seemed to quiet around her. She was young, but her eyes held an age I could not measure. Her hair was black as wet stone, braided with small charms of bone and turquoise. A string of beads rested at her throat, each one carved with symbols I did not recognize. Her dress was doeskin, worn but well kept, and she carried a bow across her back, the wood etched with patterns that looked older than the mountains themselves. There was something about her presence that made the land feel different, as if the earth itself listened when she spoke.

Rance lowered his hand slightly. “Who are you?”

“Raven,” she said. “And you should not be here.”

Rance smirked. “We’re just passing through.”

“No one passes through Dread Canyon,” she said. “Not and return alive.”

The name struck me like a blow.

Rance nudged his horse forward. “You know something about gold in these mountains.”

Raven’s expression did not change. “Gold is not what waits for you there.”

“Then what does?” I asked.

She looked at me, and for a moment I felt as if she could see straight through my skin. Her eyes were dark and steady, filled with a sorrow I did not understand.

“The canyon dead,” she said. “Men who died long ago, cursed by their own greed. They are demon warriors now, driven by hunger. They do not rest. They do not forgive.”

Rance laughed. “Ghost stories.”

Raven stepped closer, her gaze never leaving mine. Her voice dropped to a whisper that felt colder than the mountain air.

“They crave flesh. They smell greed the way wolves smell blood. They punish vanity. They punish pride. They punish men who believe gold belongs to them.”

A chill crawled up my spine.

Rance leaned in his saddle. “I didn’t come this far to turn back because of a tale told by a stranger.”

Raven’s eyes narrowed. “Then only one of you will return.”

Rance spat in the dirt and rode past her. I hesitated. Raven touched my arm lightly, her fingers cold as river stone.

“You do not have to follow him,” she said.

“I know,” I replied. “But he’s my partner.”

Her hand fell away. “Then may the spirits guide your steps, Clint Clarkson. You will need their mercy.”

I rode after Rance, though every instinct screamed at me to turn back. The pass closed behind us, and the shadows deepened as we entered the heart of the mountains. I did not look back, but I felt Raven’s eyes on me until the trail curved out of sight. If I had listened to her, everything that followed might have been different. But fate had already chosen its path, and we were riding straight into the jaws of the canyon dead.

We reached the mouth of Dread Canyon late the next afternoon. The sun hung low behind us, casting long shadows across the valley floor. The air felt different there, heavier somehow, as if the land itself was warning us to turn back. Even the horses slowed, snorting and tossing their heads.

Rance looked back at me. “You comin’ or not?”

“I’m comin’,” I said, though my stomach twisted like a rope.

We rode into the canyon. The walls rose high on either side until the sky became a thin strip of fading blue. The air grew colder with every step. Our horses’ hooves echoed strangely, as if the canyon swallowed sound instead of returning it.

Rance tugged the reins. “Settle down. It’s just a canyon.”

“No canyon feels like this,” I said.

He ignored me.

The trail widened, and that was when we saw it, a ghost town sprawled across the valley floor, silent and still beneath the dying light. The buildings leaned at odd angles, their wood warped and sun bleached. A saloon with broken windows. A church with a collapsed steeple. A row of houses with doors hanging open as if the occupants had fled in a hurry.

Rance grinned. “Looks like we found it.”

“Found what?” I asked. “A graveyard.”

He pointed toward the far end of the town. “The mine entrance. That’s where the gold’ll be.”

We dismounted and tied our horses to a post outside the saloon. The wood creaked under the slightest touch, as if it had been waiting years for someone to disturb it. Inside, dust coated everything. The air was stale and cold. I brushed the bar and found deep claw marks carved into the wood... long, jagged, desperate.

Rance said, “Probably wolves.”

“Wolves don’t walk into saloons,” I said.

He shrugged. “Maybe they did here.”

We stepped back outside. The sun had dipped behind the canyon walls, leaving the town in a dim, reddish gloom. Shadows stretched across the ground like long fingers. A faint sound drifted through the air, not wind, not animals. Something... that did not belong. A whispering, rhythmic and low, like breath moving through hollow bones.

I froze. “Rance... you hear that?”

He shook his head. “You’re lettin’ that woman spook you.”

“She wasn’t lyin’,” I said. “She looked scared.”

“She looked dramatic,” he said. “There’s a difference.”

We walked toward the mine. The ground felt softer there, as if disturbed recently. I noticed footprints in the dust, some human, some not. The non-human ones were long, narrow, and ended in sharp points. I knelt beside one and touched the edge. The print was fresh.

“Rance,” I mumbled. “We’re not alone.”

He waved me off. “You’re hearin’ ghosts.”

“I’m hearin’ somethin’,” I said.

We reached the mine entrance. A rotting plank hung crookedly above the opening. The words were faded, but I could still make them out.

NO LIVING MAN SHALL PASS

Rance laughed. “Looks like they tried to scare folks off.”

“Maybe they succeeded,” I said. He stepped inside without hesitation.

“Rance,” I whispered. “Wait.”

But he was already swallowed by the dark.

I hesitated at the threshold. The darkness inside the mine felt alive, pulsing with a quiet hunger. The whispering grew louder, echoing off the stone walls. It sounded like voices calling from deep underground... not words, but intent. Hungry intent. Raven’s voice echoed in my mind:

“They crave flesh. They smell greed the way wolves smell blood.”

I took a breath and stepped into the mine. The moment I crossed the threshold, the whispering stopped. The silence that followed was worse. Much worse. The mine swallowed us in darkness. The air inside was cold and stale, thick with the smell of earth that hadn’t been disturbed in decades. Rance lifted the lantern, but the flame flickered weakly, as if the darkness itself resisted the light.

“Come on,” he said. “Gold’s gotta be deeper in.”

I didn’t answer. Every step felt wrong. The silence pressed against my ears, heavy and unnatural. I heard movement behind us. I kept glancing behind certain a shape had shifted in the dark.

Rance stopped suddenly. “Look at this.”

He pointed to a set of markings carved into the wall. They were old, the edges worn smooth by time, but I could still make out the shapes. Human figures, twisted, mouths open in silent screams. Beneath them, a symbol repeated again and again, a circle with jagged lines radiating outward, like a sun drawn by a madman.

“What’s it mean?” Rance asked.

“A warning,” I said.

Before he could reply, the lantern flame stretched thin, as if pulled by an unseen breath.

Then it went out. The darkness that followed was absolute.

Rance cursed. “Clint. Light somethin’. Anything.”

I struck a match. It flared weakly, trembling in my fingers. A sound echoed through the tunnel. A low, rattling growl. Not animal. Not human. Something in between.

Rance raised his gun. “Who’s there?”

The growl grew louder, joined by another, then another. A chorus of hunger rising from the depths of the mine.

My voice shook. “Rance... we need to go.”

“We ain’t leavin’ without the gold,” he snapped.

Shapes moved in the dark. The match burned down to my fingers, and I dropped it with a hiss. The faint glow from the tunnel mouth behind us revealed the first of them. A man once, but no longer. Skin stretched tight across bone, cracked and dry like old leather. Eyes glowing faintly, red as dying coals. Teeth long and jagged, sharpened into points. Fingers ending in cracked, claw-like nails. One of the canyon dead.

Rance fired. The gunshot exploded in the tunnel, deafening in the confined space. The creature staggered but did not fall. It let out a hiss that rattled through my bones. More shapes emerged behind it. Dozens. Maybe more. Rance fired again and again, each shot echoing through the mine. The bullets tore through the canyon dead, but they kept coming, relentless and silent.

“Clint!” he shouted. “Light somethin’! I can’t see!”

I fumbled for another match, but my hands shook too badly. One of the canyon dead grabbed Rance’s arm. Its jaw unhinged wider than any human jaw should. Rance’s eyes met mine for a heartbeat, wide with a fear I’d never seen in him before. His hand reached toward me, trembling, as if he finally understood the price of the gold he chased. The canyon dead closed around him in a slow, deliberate circle, their movements silent and certain, like a ritual meant for men who refused to listen. The canyon dead surged forward. Teeth sank into his flesh with a wet, tearing sound.

Rance screamed. “Clint! Help me! Please!”

I stepped forward, but the canyon dead turned their glowing eyes toward me. Their mouths opened in unison, a low, hungry moan filling the tunnel. I froze. Rance tried to reload, but his hands shook too violently. Another canyon dead seized his leg. Another tore at his shoulder. They dragged him to the



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FRIGHT ZONE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





